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This paper introduces the ESL Information Literacy Project (ESLILP) at University of 
Ballarat. It describes the development, implementation and evaluation of a library 
orientation course designed in a TAFE context for adult, non-academic students who 
speak English as a Second Language (ESL). The paper seeks to raise awareness of an 
apparent lack of research and information literacy programs for adult ESL speakers in a 
non-academic environment.  It also offers a framework for developing information 
literacy education programs for people with very low levels of literacy. The framework 
may be of particular use to librarians working in this area with limited backgrounds in 
ESL teaching or practical resources. The paper concludes by inviting other libraries to 
trial the ESL Library Skills course. 
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Introduction 
 An increasing proportion of students at the dual-sector University of Ballarat (UB) come 
from non-English speaking backgrounds, posing considerable challenges to the 
acquisition of information literacy. The majority are enrolled in academic courses through 
the Higher Education sector. However, the TAFE sector caters to a growing cohort of 
migrants and refugees with low levels of English literacy, who undertake tuition in 
English as a Second Language (ESL) through the Certificate in Spoken and Written 
English (CSWE). The CSWE has potential to impact positively on the local migrant and 
refugee community as students take home and share their newly acquired knowledge 
with their network of family members and friends. As a TAFE-delivered course, it 
provides a pathway connecting basic English tuition with Higher Education and 
vocational training. In addition to literacy and numeracy skills, CSWE students also have  
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the opportunity to learn about Australian culture, customs and societal systems such as 
education and employment. The CSWE course may be summed up as an important 
factor in helping migrants and refugees prepare to join mainstream society; for example 
as members of the workforce, citizenry, higher-level student communities and as 
informed elders of first generation Australians. 
 
To better respond to the education needs of ESL students, the SMB Campus Library 
(the ‘Library’) and the Department of Humanities and Further Education collaborated in 
the ESL Information Literacy Project (ESLILP).  The ESLILP sought to identify and 
resolve resource gaps in order to develop a collection of library materials suitable for 
adult ESL learners, and to enable migrant and refugee students to become effective 
library users through an ESL Library Skills course embedded into the curriculum of the 
CSWE Level 2. The ESLILP demonstrated that establishing confident relationships with 
ESL students and teachers results in an engaged group of valuable contributors to the 
shaping of the Library’s collections and services. In addition, close interaction with the 
ESL students provided valuable opportunities for Library staff to develop an appreciation 
of the rich multiculturalism of the ESL student cohort.  
 
The process of searching for similar library orientation programs designed specifically for 
adult ESL learners in a non-academic environment revealed a lack of resources. Dame 
(1993) states: 
The development of skills in using the library and its resources is an essential 
part of learning English. Non-native English speakers may have an even greater 
need for library skills than native speakers … [and] may need information that 
native speakers take for granted. ESL students must be given the tools that will 
enable them to succeed in [their new country’s] education system (p. 5). 
However, many TAFE librarians are required to provide information literacy education for 
people with low levels of literacy without the benefit of a background in ESL teaching or 
practical resources to use as a framework for program development. This paper focuses 
on the development and implementation of the ESL Library Skills course and the 
outcomes of the program evaluation. It offers the ESL Library Skills course as a strategy 
to empower information literacy librarians who serve a similar ESL client base. 
 
Introducing the ESLILP 
Given that information literacy is ‘a prerequisite for participating effectively in the 
information society, and is part of the basic human right of lifelong learning’ (Horton, 
2007, p. 63), it is concerning to know that the  
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 ‘Australian Bureau of Statistics show[s] not surprisingly … those with English as a 
second language are more likely to have poor to very poor information literacy’ (Govan, 
2003). Furthermore,  
the very people who most need the empowerment inherent in being information 
literate are the least likely to have learning experiences which will promote these 
abilities … people with English as a second language … are among those most 
likely to lack access to the information that can improve their situations. Most are 
not even aware of the potential help that is available to them. Libraries, which 
provide the best access point to information for most …citizens, are left untapped 
by those who most need help to improve their quality of life (American Library 
Association, 1989). 
The Australian Government Department of Immigration and Citizenship informs that 
to take part fully in Australian life you will need to speak and understand some 
English. Without English, you will find it difficult to get a job and become 
independent. English is also needed if you wish to become an Australian citizen 
(Department of Immigration and Citizenship, 2008).  
Adult migrants and refugees resettling in Australia under a permanent (or sometimes 
provisional) visa who speak little or no English may be eligible to enrol in the Australian 
Migrant English Program (AMEP). The AMEP currently allows up to 510 hours of 
government funded English tuition (although additional tuition may be extended to 
participants with special needs, such as learning disabilities resultant of pre-migration 
experiences of torture and trauma (Department of Immigration and Citizenship, 2008)). 
This allotment is regarded by many as inadequate to equip them to function as language 
and information literate members of the community (African Think Tank Inc., 2007, p. 21).  
 
Fisher, Durance & Hinton (2004, p. 764) state 
a successful introduction to the library – to its mission, programming, and staff – 
leads immigrants to a fertile and synergistic information ground that can assist in 
supporting their broad spectrum of psychological, social, and practical needs … 
librarians must use their information services to facilitate social interaction. 
Providing a safe and comfortable environment and equitable access for users with 
special needs is at the heart of the Library’s Client Charter (University of Ballarat Library, 
2007). However, prior to the ESLILP, the students from non-English speaking 
backgrounds enrolled in the AMEP had not been specifically engaged with or adequately 
catered for by the Library. Library support for UB students from countries other than 
Australia had focussed on the commercial, international cohort in the Higher Education 
sector.  
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The inception of the ESLILP provided an opportunity to address the needs of this 
underrepresented group and was developed from the perspective that information 
literacy education has the potential to have an enormous impact on positive resettlement.  
 
Embedding information literacy into the curriculum has not been a key part of the 
Library’s Information Literacy Program in the past, mostly due to a lack of staff resources. 
The ESLILP promoted: the value of including information literacy into a curriculum; the 
connection between student engagement with the Library and success of their study 
experiences; and the positive results of effective liaison between librarians and teaching 
staff, both within the ESL department and to the wider UB teaching community. The 
ESLILP also presented a valuable opportunity to explore innovative teaching 
approaches, such as reducing teacher-talk while retaining crucial content, and enabling 
students to use the Dewey system in spite of low numeracy skills.  
 
Finally, the lack of practical resources available to librarians who teach information 
literacy to adult students with low levels of English literacy raised two assumptions. 
Firstly, information literacy classes tailored for these particular students are occurring in 
isolation with duplication at other institutions due to a lack of resource sharing, and 
secondly, such programs are not being offered at all. While designed in the context of 
the SMB Campus Library, the ESLILP was developed as a resource with potential for 
use in other libraries. 
 
Review of existing ESL library orientation programs 
The needs of international students undertaking academic courses are subject to much 
interest in information literacy research. However, our searches for information literacy 
programs similar to the ESL Library Skills course that could be adapted for use in an 
adult, non-academic, low literacy context were unsuccessful. Beyond general theory of 
teaching students from non-English speaking backgrounds, research pertaining to 
international academic students was not considered relevant to the ESLILP due to the 
severely limiting effect illiteracy can have on the capacity on study at a tertiary or 
vocational level. Community college libraries in both Australia and overseas cater to ESL 
students of a wide range of English literacy abilities, some of which have collaborations 
between their libraries and ESL departments. However, much of the focus appears to be 
on developing critical and  
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information literacy skills to aid transition to higher education, such as the Glendale 
Community College ESL Information Literacy Infusion Program (Camp et al., 2005) or 
the Bellevue Community College Library Media Center’s Critical Thinking & Information 
Literacy Across the Curriculum program (Bellevue Community College, 2004).  
 
The ESL Information Literacy program at Pima Community College (PCC) in Tuscon, 
Arizona, is the result of collaboration between the library and ESL faculty (Prucha, Stout 
& Jurkowitz, 2005). The program was developed as a matrix connecting information 
literacy skills with learning outcomes for five levels of ESL, from Basic through to 
Academic Preparation streams. Similar to the ESL Library Skills course, the classes are 
taught by library staff in the presence of the students’ ESL teacher, to ensure students 
feel secure while empowering the teacher’s information literacy knowledgebase (p. 24). 
The Introduction to Libraries for ESL Students class outline (p. 29) suggests that PCC 
ESL students in the Basic stream may have higher literacy levels than most CSWE 
Level 2 students who participated in the ESL Library Skills pilot. The sample class 
outline covers far more information than the content of individual ESL Library Skills 
classes. However, the PCC program may have great benefit in further developments in 
the ESLILP. 
 
The program that compares most closely to the ESLILP is the collaboration between the 
Shepparton Public Library and the AMEP course at Goulburn Ovens Institute of TAFE in 
Victoria. This liaison program, developed by a part time project officer who is herself a 
new immigrant, began in 2007 with social events and conversation classes as means of 
introducing in a meaningful way immigrant and refugee resettlers to the library. The 
Shepparton and UB programs are similar in a variety of aspects. Previous one-off library 
orientation and instruction sessions proved inadequate, especially for newly resettled 
migrants and refugees to whom the Library is a new concept and environment. As a 
result, each adopted a systematic approach to embed library orientation and information 
literacy into the TAFE-delivered AMEP curriculum. The programs cater to a similarly 
mixed range of literacy levels, including students from oral traditions and those with 
some experience in non-English academic environments. Both libraries share a value of 
being a place of English improvement, regardless of eligibility for government funded 
English tuition (for example, by educating students about the resources they can borrow 
to assist their families learn English). Perhaps most significantly to the purpose of this 
paper is the fact that both programs were developed without awareness  
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of the other’s existence. Furthermore, both programs were motivated by the awareness 
that more can be achieved to improve the lives of immigrants and refugees through 
collaboration, rather than separate initiatives being scattered in different directions (S. 
Jayasundera, personal communication, January 31, 2008).  
 
Public libraries throughout the world provide programs for ESL members of the 
community. Depending on community needs and available resources, ESL programs 
may vary from providing a welcoming space for external ESL programs to hosting 
holistic programs of a cultural, educational or informational nature (Larsen, Jacobs & van 
Vlimmeren, 2003, p. 17). The building of collaborative networks across public libraries to 
share resources and staff expertise has become ‘widespread in serving multi-cultural 
communities … To [Larsen, Jacobs & van Vlimmeren’s] point of view, there is no 
alternative for libraries facing the complex task of serving multicultural neighborhoods 
than to take active part in networking activities’ (2003, pp. 27-28). Literature searches 
and enquiries made to public libraries about library instruction courses similar to the 
ESLILP proved unsuccessful.  
 
Research into ESL-focussed information literacy programs in primary and secondary 
schools provided good lessons for developing programs for adult ESL learners. For 
example, the literature highlights the importance of strategic collaboration within the 
organisation (Dennis, 2001) in order to establish the library as a safe and welcoming 
place in which to foster ESL development (Dame, 1995). The school librarian is also 
recognised as having a professional duty and role in the ESL learner’s development of 
self-confidence in the educational context, stimulation of intellectual curiosity and desire 
for lifelong learning (Brown, 2006). Our searches for specific courses similar to the 
ESLILP that could be adapted for use outside specific schools were again unsuccessful. 
 
ESL Library Skills pilot 
The overarching goal of the ESLILP is to introduce and foster information literacy as a 
pathway to lifelong learning, as defined by the American Library Association and 
adopted for the Australian and New Zealand Information Literacy Framework (ANZIIL 
Framework) (Bundy, 2004). The ANZIIL Framework formed the guide for the 
development of the ESLILP and its objectives.: 
• Students should have a place where they feel comfortable and safe, and have 
the opportunity and support to succeed. 
• Male refugee students, who have often experienced an extreme loss of status in 
resettling, should be able to reclaim their dignity. 
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• Students may develop knowledge of western education approaches, to build 
confidence to pursue further education and training, and to support their children 
in their own education. 
• Students recognise that they have the power to shape the Library service 
through their feedback and resource requests. 
The ESL Library Skills course was progressively developed and delivered by the 
Information Literacy Librarian and an independent Project Coordinator whose 
professional background included ESL teaching. The core group were twelve students 
from Azerbaijan, Bosnia, China, Korea, Singapore, Sudan and Thailand. (The needs of 
the Sudanese refugee students were of particular, although informal, interest to the 
Project; they were the original target group in the inception stage of the pilot.) The group 
also included a wide variety of education backgrounds, ranging from participants from 
oral traditions (illiterate in their own languages) to a PhD graduate; the majority was in 
the low-to-medium native literacy level. Some students were very reticent at first; the 
male refugees in particular displayed significant signs of anxiety, such as distrusting 
body language and clinging to their belongings at all times.  
 
The students’ ESL teacher (who is also the Head of the AMEP Program at UB) attended 
the sessions as a participant. In this capacity, he was better able to interact with and 
observe the students, assess the presenters’ grading of language and skill development, 
and consider the integration of information literacy and ESL skills. Each session also 
involved the participation of a different member of the Library staff. Like the ESL teacher, 
the attending staff member generally participated in the session as a student rather than 
a teaching/support role. This approach provided opportunities to develop student/staff 
rapport. In addition, it increased opportunities for Library staff to build awareness of the 
students’ information literacy, resource and cultural needs. 
 
The course design integrated the ANZIIL Framework and ESL methodologies (Haynes, 
2007, p. 4). It consisted of ten units structured for progressive skill development, but 
which could also be delivered as individual sessions. The pilot course was delivered 
during Term 2, 2007.  Sessions were held in the reading area of the Library, featuring 
180 degree views over the city surrounds and 180 degrees of the monograph and 
periodicals collections. This location was chosen with the intention of providing a 
pleasant and stimulating environment for the participants. During the weekly one-hour 
sessions, students learnt about a wide range of concepts, including: elements of Library 
items, collections and facilities, borrowing and returning, asking for help, subject areas, 
using call numbers, searching the catalogue and being courteous in the Library. 
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 Students were engaged through realistically achievable activities for small groups. The 
activities used peer teaching and correction, allowing all students to succeed. In all but 
the Mid-course Revision, the sessions were consistently structured according to the 
following format: 
• Teaching essential Library vocabulary through eliciting, modelling and drilling up 
to eight target lexical items (terms or phrases) related to the session (25%).  
• Controlled practice of the target language in small groups with a focus on 
accuracy and fluency (15%). 
• Library exercises in small groups, while having free practice of the target 
language (40%). 
• Peer correction of library exercise (10%). 
• Feedback (10%). 
Minimising teacher-talk and creating a relaxed and often playful learning environment 
were central to the teaching methodologies. For example, using rhythm and intonation 
games to stimulate memory were particularly successful for the students from highly 
musical cultures. This is in contrast to the generalisation that non-Western students 
prefer passive teaching methods (Hughes, 2001, as cited in Hurley, Hegarty & Bolger, 
2006, p. 304). Giving students opportunities to take the role of the teacher to drill their 
peers in a phrase was also a powerful technique in increasing self-confidence. This was 
particularly useful in empowering the Sudanese men, whose loss of status in becoming 
refugees contributed to a state of wariness and reticence at the beginning the course.  
 
Each lesson introduced no more than eight new lexical items to minimise information 
overload. To aid retention of new knowledge, the students received a handout during 
each session, consisting of a basic illustrated glossary of the lexical items learnt during 
the class and a summary of lesson content. The students received a document booklet 
at the beginning of the course for storing these handouts. By the completion of the 
course, each student had a basic manual about using the Library for future reference. 
For many students, this represented an early addition to their domestic book collections.  
 
The fact that library jargon was not the Project Coordinator’s professional language had 
a positive effect on maintaining a student-centred focus. She could more easily take the 
perspective of ‘outsider’, which served well in terms of the strategy to minimise teacher-
talk. She rigorously challenged the Information  
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Literacy Librarian to justify why certain lexical items should be included in a given lesson 
to the exclusion of others, and demanded refinement of definitions of those lexical items 
to the point where they could be realistically understood by people who for whom a 
library is a completely new thing. 
 
Following the positive reception of the initial ESL Library Skills course, the Library hosted 
a series of informal weekly, half-hour conversation classes with afternoon tea provided 
for the students during Term 3. These sessions evolved into weekly, hour-long 
conversation classes during Term 4, incorporating various strategies to stimulate 
conversation on a given topic (such as using flash cards as visual aids) and distribution 
of a simple information literacy exercise, requiring the students to find an item of their 
interest and answer an easy question. The Library will continue to host weekly, informal 
conversation classes during Term 1, 2008. An additional, multi-part course was also 
developed to supplement the CSWE Level 1 ‘English for Work’ unit but was no 
continued.  The content was not directly related to library skills; it duplicated classroom 
curriculum; and since the Library collection did not have topical resources suitable for 
students with such very low literacy levels, information finding exercises were not 
possible.  
 
Sustainability was an important principal in designing a program that could adapt to 
circumstance, including usability beyond the UB Library context and to ensure the 
program survives and thrives independently of Library staff turnover (Larsen, Jacobs & 
van Vlimmeren, 2003, p. 10). The limitations of staff duties and roles were important 
considerations that framed the Project. For example, the library staff could teach 
students about appropriate conduct in the Library environment, but general etiquette 
lessons would be presented by the ESL teachers in the classroom. Similarly, students 
were taught by Library staff how to use the catalogue, drawing on the general computing 
skills taught in the classroom lab.  
 
Collection, analysis and interpretation of data 
Feedback was sought on a regular basis throughout the ESL Library Skills course.  The 
student group was invited to give feedback at the end of most classes (for example, 
parts they found easy, challenging or too hard, and what they would like or dislike doing 
next time). This allowed opportunities to encourage trust and recognise them as active 
participants in the Library community, as well as refine lesson planning. The Information 
Literacy Librarian and Project Coordinator also regularly communicated with the ESL 
teacher  
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and any Library staff who may have participated in the classes. This process ensured 
sessions were of mutual and current relevance to all shareholders of the ESLILP.  
 
Feedback was also obtained during conversations with students during their visits to the 
Library in their personal time, including those who stayed after the class to converse with 
and make information enquiries of the Library staff. Because most of the AMEP students 
have very limited free time, this was a significant indicator of the program’s success in 
terms of the Library’s importance in their lives, both as students and resettling migrants 
and refugees. The students have continued to visit the Library to access resources for 
themselves and their families. Sometimes they bring their children, to introduce them to 
the Library staff and show them how to use the Library; this has been a significant 
measure of the program’s success in creating a safe, welcoming and useful environment.  
 
These interactions with the students as ESL stakeholders provided important information 
about how a resource collection for adult learners of Basic English should be developed 
(Jensen, 2002, p. 53). One exciting result of the ESLILP has been the development of 
an Independent Learning Centre (ILC) in the SMB Library, making available a range of 
fiction and non-fiction resources of various formats to not only the ESL students, but also 
native English speakers who want to improve their English literacy.  The ILC also 
features two computer terminals, through which the students can access the Virtual ILC, 
an innovative online English language resource created by the Australian Multicultural 
Education Services. 
 
The ANZIIL Framework was applied as a key resource through which to examine the 
students’ achievements in becoming information literate. For example, by applying his 
new knowledge about using the Library, a student who had an interest in becoming a 
nurse showed he could define and articulate an information need (Standard 1.1) by 
refining an initial request for information about science to a concluding request for 
illustrated books about parts of the body and how they work. He could also demonstrate 
an understanding of the purpose, scope and appropriateness of a variety of information 
sources (Standard 1.2) by browsing several collections before making a selection of 
some anatomy and physiology books to borrow. In addition, he was also able to record 
all pertinent citation information for future reference and retrieval (an example of 
Standard 4.1) of potentially useful items not borrowed that day. While these measures of 
success may seem simplistic in comparison to the traditional academic applications of 
the ANZIIL Framework, they were nonetheless significant in terms of relative distance 
travelled along the path  
304 
 
to information literacy. This particular student was a Sudanese refugee who had been 
illiterate in both English and his native language. Furthermore, it is also notable that, 
although he was an extremely reticent participant in the early ESL Library Skills sessions 
due to his experiences of physical and psychological trauma, he became one of the 
Library’s very active users in terms of visitation, borrowing and engagement with Library 
staff. 
 
The UB Centre for Health Research and Practice conducted a formal and independent 
evaluation of the ESLILP following approval granted by the UB Ethics Committee. The 
evaluation sought to identify to what extent, if any, the ESLILP: 
1. Contributed to the students’: 
• Comfort, independence and effective use of the Library 
• Capacity to find information following an initial search for Library materials 
• Empowerment, both in their education and in their lives outside of the 
education system 
• Confidence in pursuing further education and / or employment. 
2. Influenced the School of Further Education (ESL) in further engagement with the 
Library. 
3. Influenced SMB library services in responding to the broadening base of TAFE 
students. 
 The evaluation was based on data collected through interviews with students and staff 
involved in the pilot. Students were invited to participate in a semi-structured group 
interview at the end of their final class. This format was adopted to allow the students to 
feel comfortable and confident in their familiar group environment, encouraging them to 
give feedback freely and to give and receive peer language assistance were necessary. 
This was also important to avoid any suggestion of interrogation, especially for the 
Sudanese refugees. The evaluators also interviewed the manager of the TAFE Library 
Services, the SMB Library Loans Desk Coordinator and the ESL teacher (in his capacity 
of course participant, Head of the ESL department and AMEP Program Coordinator at 
UB). Each participated in individual, semi-structured interviews, examining their 
perceived measures of success of the pilot program and their opinions about whether to 
continue and/or modify and/or expand the Project in the following year.   
 
Student and staff participants responded enthusiastically during the interviews about the 
students’ increased comfort and confidence in using the Library  
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through participation in the course and conversation classes. The evaluation found the 
ESLILP ’has been very successful in meeting its … desired outcome: At the end of the 
Project the students in the target group can now confidently and effectively use the 
library independently‘ (University of Ballarat Centre for Health Research and Practice, 
2007, p. 13). Moreover, the program was found to have had a positive impact in their 
personal lives, particularly in regards to helping their children. For example: 
I borrow DVDs and books to be skilled to help my kids … When I go home from 
school I lose some words that I learned but talk with children and watching DVD 
with children helps me to practice words and learn new words (p. 6).  
The evaluation recommended the continuation and expansion of support for the ESLILP, 
highlighting the Project’s capacity to enhance engagement of the School of Further 
Education with the Library, which in turn enhances the learning experiences of ESL 
students, both within their study programs and in their lives beyond the University (p. 13). 
 
Conclusion – and an invitation to share 
The ability to access and use information is a critical part of resettlement in a new 
country, and 
by bringing library instruction in closer harmony with the language instruction 
methods more familiar to students, and by helping students understand that 
information and language skills profoundly impact both their academic success 
and personal lives, librarians will be doing a great service (Conteh-Morgan, 2002, 
p. 195)  
However, many librarians do not have training or experience as ESL teachers. 
Developing programs to help immigrants and refugees with low levels of English literacy 
become independent and effective library users can be very difficult if working in 
isolation and without practical teacher support resources. Respondents to enquiries 
about similar courses spoke of ad hoc modifications of mainstream lesson plans and 
handouts, and a lack of organisational strategy to better respond to the needs of these 
students who ‘are under serviced in the grand scheme of things (V. Carter, personal 
correspondence, January 21, 2008). 
 
This paper will therefore conclude with an invitation to share and collaborate. The UB 
Library would like to make the ESL Library Skills course available for trial in other 
libraries. It is not a solution to a problem on a grand scale, but seeks to offer a resource 
to librarians with a non-academic ESL clientele. The course has been designed to be 
used beyond the walls of the UB Library; a complimentary CD-ROM is available on 
request from the Library.  
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The ESLILP is an investment in the future of Ballarat and the wider community. AMEP 
participants have come to Ballarat specifically for education, and the ESLILP seeks to 
help them on the path to further study and training and contribution to the community as 
independent persons and elders to future generations. Through formal and informal 
evaluation, the students have demonstrated the success of the program: through their 
independent use of the Library during their free time, their engagement with the Library 
staff, their requests for resources they need for themselves and their families, and the 
self-confidence that was once unimaginable at the beginning of the program. It is 
important to remember that it was traumatic and violent circumstance – not their own 
choice – which brought many of them here. By being willing to engage in flexible 
alternatives to conventional teaching methodologies, the Library has helped them 
develop information literacy skills for life. Undoubtedly, that is an achievement of which 
the UB Library is very proud. 
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